
‘A clear Xame-like spirit’:  
Georgiana Burne-Jones and  
Rottingdean, 1904-1920

Stephen Williams

In 1880 Edward and Georgiana Burne-Jones bought a house in Rottingdean, 
Sussex, as a country and seaside retreat from London life. Later they enlarged the 
building, now known as North End House, and following Burne-Jones’s death 
in 1898 it became Georgiana’s main residence. By this time she was established 
as a leading radical activist in the village and its outlying district Black Rock, 
rallying support for the newly-created Rottingdean Parish Council, becoming a 
catalyst for development of public services, and acting as a bulwark against the 
power of landed and business interests.1 After some initial success, but following 
the mobilisation of village conservatives, who won control in 1896, Georgiana 
became increasingly frustrated with her work on the Parish Council. Unwilling 
to commit herself to the new three year term of oYce for parish councillors, she 
left the Council in 1901, and intensiWed work on her Memorials of Edward Burne-
Jones, which was published in November 1904. 

Georgiana submitted the manuscript of Memorials in the spring of 1904, 
immediately after which she turned her attention to establishing a village nurs-
ing service, a long standing ambition prompted initially by the birth in 1890 of 
her Wrst grandchild Angela, to Margaret and J.W. (‘Jack’) Mackail. Although the 
child was not born in the village, the arrival of her grandchild made Georgiana 
conscious of the absence of dedicated midwifery and nursing services in Rot-
tingdean and the prohibitive cost for working-class families of private nurses and 
doctors. We know very little about Georgiana’s Wrst nursing scheme from the 
early 1890s, but it is certain that it was based on training a village woman, possibly 
following the Cottage Nursing system pioneered in Surrey by Bertha Broad-
wood, and that it was short lived.2 We can be sure that it soon faded, because its 
passing was lamented by a group of village women who wrote to Georgiana in 
1897 supporting her manifesto for re-election to the Parish Council, and because 
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she herself raised the need for a village nurse as a Wtting way to commemorate the 
Queen’s Diamond Jubilee.3

The issue was kept alive in the village during ensuing years, so when the 
Sussex County Nursing Association was formed as the co-ordinating body for 
nursing associations in the county in November 1901, Rottingdean was repre-
sented by Edward Aurelian Ridsdale, Georgiana’s one-time political ally on the 
Parish Council and family relation by marriage.4 Through Ridsdale the village 
kept a watching brief on the County Association as it grew and in 1902 became 
aYliated to the Queen Victoria Jubilee Institute for Nurses, the national charity 
responsible for setting standards and training of district nurses. But it was not 
until April 1904, after Georgiana had delivered her manuscript of Memorials to 
the publishers, that a meeting was called in the village in order to gauge support 
for a village nursing association. According to the parish magazine the meeting 
was well attended by the ‘mothers of the village’, who endorsed the proposition 
that a local society be formed in order to employ a district nurse who would live 
in Rottingdean and be available for general and midwifery cases. 

All villagers earning not in excess of 25 shillings (ca £72) per week were eligible 
for family membership, which could be paid annually at 4 shillings (ca £11) or 
4d (ca £1) per month. Start-up funds for the society, formally named the Rot-
tingdean District Nursing Association, were provided by well-oV local residents, 
including among others Georgiana (the largest single donor), Sir Edward Carson 
MP, then Solicitor General, who owned a house in the village, Carrie Kipling, 
wife of Rudyard Kipling (who was Georgiana’s nephew and who lived with his 
family in Rottingdean between 1897 and 1902), and Margaret Mackail. With 
these Wnancial guarantees, Georgiana elected as joint secretary, and a committee 
of local dignitaries – including some of Georgiana’s political adversaries – the 
Association engaged its Wrst nurse in May 1904.5

Following a successful Wrst year, during which the Association reported that 
it had ‘equalled expectations’, Georgiana, as the busiest member of the manage-
ment committee, confronted a number of diYculties which required skilful han-
dling.6 First, a high turnover of nurses had undermined continuity of care, ren-
dered record-keeping diYcult, and required Georgiana to take a more active role 
in operational matters than should normally be the case. Second, refusal of one 
nurse to undertake midwifery cases necessitated an amendment to the Associ-
ation’s rules and practices so that a doctor could be paid for these duties. Third, 
and most serious, the death during late 1907 and early 1908 of two village women 
– one of them an Association member –of puerperal fever, required Georgiana 
to voice criticism of the acting doctor because he ‘practically ignored antiseptic 
treatment and was opposed to trained nursing and its methods’.7 Fearing village 
gossip, and rumours that the Association was ‘hushing something up’, Georgiana 
composed a statement published in the parish magazine quoting from a medical 
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committee of inquiry into the deaths exonerating the nurse from any blame and 
stating that she had acted properly throughout.8 Fortunately for the Association 
the doctor left the village and was replaced by a man whom Georgiana believed 
‘to be all we can wish, and I do hope he will go on well’.9

Georgiana’s proWciency in handling these delicate matters was undoubtedly 
decisive in establishing conWdence in the Association, which by 1914 grew signi-
Wcantly to include ‘the great majority of families in the village’, ‘and nearly all pay 
their subscriptions most regularly, as they realise the beneWts the Association con-
fers, and the necessity of maintaining it’.10 Numbers of cases nursed, and nurse 
visits paid to villagers’ homes, more than doubled between 1905 and 1911, added 
to which from 1908 East Sussex County Council contracted the Rottingdean 
Association to provide a twice-weekly school medical service in the two village 
schools.11 Now on a sound footing, the Association acquired land from the local 
Abergavenny estate in order to build a nurse’s cottage in Nevill Road. This house 
was paid for within twelve months, and occupied during late 1913. 

Despite only being joint secretary for many of the years up to 1914 when she 
relinquished the post, it was Georgiana who provided the driving force to make 
the Rottingdean Association a success. Although always one of two Rottingdean 
representatives to the General Council of the Sussex County Nursing Associa-
tion, Georgiana took the leading part, standing down only in 1918. Nor did she 
shirk the routine work of the Association as she explained to friend Charles Nor-
ton in 1906. She was ‘much taken up by the Nursing Association we have in the 
village and of which I am the secretary. I cannot do anything lightly, and have no 
administrative power or capacity for using agents – so that all I do is at the cost 
of what might be called necessary labour, but my belief is that the cost of a thing 
does not matter if the thing is accomplished, so I toil on’.12

Georgiana’s repeated appeals for working-class villagers to take an active role 
in the management of the Association, so that it would become ‘self-managing, as 
a co-operative society of this kind ought to be’, echoed somewhat Morris’s politi-
cal views, repeated her aspirations for the short-lived village mutual credit society 
set up in 1896 which she also inspired, and distinguished her from other titled 
ladies participating in similar nursing schemes whose motivations were philan-
thropic.13 Achieving this degree of involvement, however, proved diYcult, and 
during Georgiana’s years the committee remained exclusively composed of well-
meaning and well-oV villagers including a number of prominent conservatives 
whose party, the only organised political force in Rottingdean at the time, faced 
little or no challenge at election times and dominated the Parish Council.

Although Georgiana retained political allies in the village – she made a special 
eVort to inXuence clergyman Arthur Wynne when he arrived at St Margaret’s 
Church in 1901, by encouraging him to read Morris – the truth was that she 
was swimming against the trend of events, which favoured commercialisation 
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and the provision of facilities for holiday-makers and day-trippers arriving in 
their cars. These they drove dangerously around the village, leading one local 
newspaper to state that ‘Rottingdean resembles Purley Corner to a very great 
extent’.14 When in 1921 the Parish Council was asked how it could contribute to 
the growth of rural industry, it remarked that close proximity of Rottingdean to 
Brighton, and the fact that that town was largely a seaside resort, meant it would 
not be receptive to such developments.15 Prestige house-building, particularly 
towards East Hill and along the coast to Brighton, was signiWcantly increasing 
the population, and changing the character of Rottingdean from rural working 
village to dormitory suburb. New houses, including some Georgiana believed to 
be ‘ugly’, were often out of character with village vernacular, and doubtless she 
would have agreed with the sentiments of her old friend Philip Webb, who visited 
Rottingdean for convalescence in 1903 and remarked that ‘the 20th cent carried 
on the 19th for brutalising all simplicity in original settlement ... the leprosy of 
modern vulgar ostentation is gradually eating into its grace’.16

From these houses came the next generation of Conservative parish council-
lors, some of whom beneWted from the practice of allowing nomination from 
within the Council of new members to replace those standing down between 
elections. The eVect of this process was to re-enforce Conservative control of the 
Council in which business interests – now not even directly connected to the vil-
lage – were to the fore. Although Wynne acted as a progressive force on the Parish 
and District Councils, where he served for a number of years until his departure 
in 1917, he was usually in a minority. Rottingdean farmer and large employer 
William Brown, who in 1889 had acted controversially with Steyning Beard (see 
below) in order to enclose waste land near his Challoners home, remained with-
out challenge the village’s representative on East Sussex County Council.17

Meanwhile, village refuse collection and street-cleaning were inadequate, 
there were complaints of defective drainage and cesspools, the pond on the 
Green was sometimes stagnant and foul, services to the working-class Black 
Rock district remained under-funded by the Parish and District Councils, and 
most signiWcantly working-class housing remained primitive. Epitomising such 
contradictions was Steyning Beard, the once powerful squire of Rottingdean 
and political adversary of Georgiana, whose 3,000 acres (1200 ha) and extensive 
property portfolio was by the turn of the century heavily mortgaged in order to 
pay for his horse racing debts.18 Searching for a way to pay his creditors, he sold 
land for middle-class housing development east of the High Street and at Roe-
dean – where in 1906 he had a public footpath diverted in order to facilitate access 
– at the same time as the Medical OYcer of Health for Newhaven Rural District 
Council was forcing action against him because of dilapidated and insanitary 
workers’ cottages.19 In 1910, Georgiana supported Wynne’s proposal, when he 
was a member of the Rural District Council, that they enforce the Local Govern-
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ment Board’s advice on rigorous inspection of houses even if it meant ‘pulling 
down old insanitary cottages and building new’. This suggestion was met with 
a retort by Ernest Beard, landowner and son of Steyning Beard, who had died 
in 1909, that ‘you would have to pull down half the buildings, and who is going 
to pay for it?’ Wynne’s answer, ‘The landlords’, was unequivocal but promptly 
ignored by the District Council and nothing was done about public housing in 
Rottingdean until the early 1920s.20 For her part, Georgiana kept up pressure on 
the Parish and District Councils concerning environmental matters, and still 
occasionally paid directly for improvements to be made in the village, but more 
and more she narrowed her eVorts to sustaining the Nursing Association and 
ensuring that it would survive when she had gone.21

Predictably, Rottingdean conservatives described by one local newspaper as 
‘the principal residents of the village’, were enthusiastic members of the branch 
of the National Service League when it was established in October 1910.22 The 
presence of the League, a national pressure group seeking to alert the country to 
the inadequacy of the British Army to Wght a major war, and proposing compul-
sory national service, added another layer to the already pervasive enthusiasm for 
militarism in the village, fostered originally by Rudyard Kipling at the time of 
the Boer war. Although now living away from Rottingdean, Kipling retained an 
interest in the ‘patriotic’ activities there and allowed the Xedgling village scout-
group to use a room and a large yard of his remaining property.23

Among the scout-masters was Charles Stanford, Conservative parish and 
district councillor, headmaster and proprietor of St Aubyn’s private prepara-
tory school in the village to which Oliver Baldwin, son of Georgiana’s nephew 
Stanley, arrived as a pupil in 1908. Oliver later wrote that Stanford had ‘a most 
violent temper that he was unable to control’, and that ‘the school was essentially 
“patriotic”. We waved Xags, we marched, we had little guns that Wred little black 
cartridges, we formed square[s] to receive cavalry, we beat drums, we sung “God 
Save the King” and “Lest we Forget”… The result of this teaching was to teach me 
that one Englishman was worth ten foreigners, six Irishmen (if they came from 
the south) and I forget how many other races. We thought the Army and Navy 
the Wnest professions in the world’. Given this schooling, it is no surprise that 
he told great aunt Georgiana that he wanted to be a soldier when he left school 
and remembered ‘how she explained to me that killing was hardly a Christian 
profession, and although I listened to her earnest and beautiful voice and knew 
the gentleness of her soul, hers was but a lone voice crying in the wilderness, and 
it is only since the war I have realized she was right’.24

Georgiana was indeed upset by the Great War, and struggled to retain her 
natural optimism during those years. She told Sydney Cockerell in April 1917 that 
she ‘rejoiced at the Russian revolution’, but mostly her correspondence from that 
time includes such phrases as ‘this hideous war’, ‘the general state of the world is 
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beyond words’, and ‘a common calamity of so huge a size’, which for Georgiana 
expressed itself as loss of life within the family; Kipling’s son John died in France 
in 1915, and thirty seven men from the village were killed, sons of families many 
known personally to her.25 To a friend Elizabeth Beard, wife of Ernest Beard, she 
wrote in December 1917, expressing sympathy at the loss of her brother conclud-
ing that ‘I also mourn that we cannot “serve our country” in less terrible ways, 
and look forward to the extinction of war as the beginning of true civilization 
and perhaps Christianity’.26 When in 1920 the village considered erecting a tra-
ditional war memorial on the Green, Georgiana urged her friends to support an 
alternative proposal of ‘endowing a bed in a hospital – while for daily reminder 
I would put all their names, beautifully engraved, on a large tablet upon some 
prominent wall in the middle of the village. There they would be seen by every-
one daily, and the boys and girls of the schools would be familiar with them, and 
many a stranger would stop and give a tender thought to them’. 27 This appeal, 
issued only three weeks before her death and just as she was to depart to London, 
was made because Georgiana feared that a memorial would be a symbol useful to 
those who would glorify the war, a motivation she believed immoral. 

Despite her increasingly fragile health, Georgiana made regular trips away to 
visit family and friends; only when such journeys were beyond her did she retreat 
into Burne-Joness’s old studio in North End House where, by 1917, she had 
installed gas heating stoves and a telephone. There, she read Chaucer – ‘and can 
almost hear Morris laughing for my mistakes must be many’ – Dickens, Ruskin 
and, of course, Morris. When a ‘Morris celebration’ was proposed in 1918 she was 
uncertain because ‘these two words to my ears sound like sweet bells jangled out 
of tune and I always feel as if I hear Morris protesting’.28 

Georgiana was deeply saddened in 1909 at the death of her dear friend Esther 
Ridsdale, and then, a year later, Cormell Price, whom she had helped rent a 
property in the village with his family when he became ill. But she continued 
to enjoy regular visits from close friends from the village, among them Alice 
Clarke, who lived in the nearby house known as Hillside, and Sylvia Lawrence, 
the arts-and-crafts enthusiast at Roedean School, which had provided the base 
for a SuVragette campaign in the village during 1911. Later Georgiana made the 
acquaintance of Isabella Rodber Horton, an independent woman whom she 
described as ‘the most gentlemanly lady I ever saw. Not at all unwomanly, and a 
personality such as one never thought to meet here in Rottingdean’.29 Rodber 
Horton had at one time been a poor-law guardian in London, but had moved to 
Rottingdean in 1915, Wrst to The Dene (the Ridsdales old home) and then The 
Elms (where the Kiplings had lived). Georgiana became increasingly fond of her, 
as she told Cockerell in 1918: ‘She has fallen into a pleasant way of coming over 
for an hour between tea and dinner on Sunday evening, and I look forward to her 
visits with great pleasure. She is, I would think turned sixty years old, and vigor-
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ous beyond words. Our lives have never come near each other, but we understand 
each other, I think; at all events to such an extent to stimulate me’.30 And then, 
of course, there were the visits from family members which were always a special 
treat. Edith, Georgiana’s younger sister, would come for a month in April, while, 
during summer, the house was thrown open to grandchildren and great grand-
children.31 On one such occasion in 1914, just weeks after the outbreak of war, a 
photograph was taken (Figure 1) of Georgiana and her great grandson Graham 
McInnes, who had been born to Angela and James Campbell McInnes in 1912, 
which she sent to Cockerell with a note: ‘Margaret urges me to send you the 
enclosed. It is curiously emblematic of what I – as the past – feel about the future. 
I cling to it and love it, and hope in it, in spite of the present. ... Of which there is 
so much to think that I can say nothing’.32

By the summer of 1919 Georgiana, now 79, encouraged by Margaret and Jack 
Mackail, who wished her close by, was planning taking a Xat or rooms in west 
London ‘so as to rehearse the change as it were’. She was undecided about what to 
do with North End House – ‘there is no certainty I shall sell it’ – but had clearly 
accepted that she should move to the capital on a permanent basis.33 In the end, 
she only moved to London during mid-January 1920, accompanied by her maid, 
and then to the home of her sister Louisa, at 55 Holland Road, Kensington. This 
house was convenient for visits to and by the Mackails, and Angela, who had 
married George Thirkell following her divorce from McInnes in 1917. As the 
diary entry of her maid for 16 January recorded, Georgiana was delighted to share 
time with her great-grandsons Graham and Colin, who were about to leave with 
Angela and George for Australia: ‘The Wnal goodbyes to Mr. and Mrs Thirkell 
and the dear boys came to tea by special invitation to my Lady’s great joy’.34 Acute 
bronchitis further weakened Georgiana’s cardiac and respiratory condition, and 
she died at 55 Holland Road on 2 February 1920.

Georgiana’s body was cremated at Golders Green Crematorium on 5 Febru-
ary. The following day, her ashes were interred at St Margaret’s Church, Rot-
tingdean, the casket lowered by Margaret and Philip (her son) into the same 
grave where Burne-Jones’s ashes had been deposited in 1898. A memorial tablet 
to Georgiana and Burne-Jones was set into the exterior wall of the Church soon 
after: this remains the only obvious physical reminder of Georgiana’s life and 
work in Rottingdean, the blue plaque on North End House commemorating 
only Edward’s residence. However, a modern-day visitor could also note the 
presence of 15 Nevill Road, now a private residence, but from 1913 until the 1970s 
the home of the district nurse employed by the Rottingdean District Nursing 
Association (and after 1934 a second nurse). The Association is Georgiana’s most 
signiWcant and lasting contribution to social progress in the village, belying Jack 
Mackail’s assessment that ‘when the Memorials were Wnished, she felt her work in 
this world was in a sense done’.35 In fact, Georgiana’s social and political work, 
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Figure 1 – Georgiana Burne-Jones and her great-grandson Graham MacInnes in 1914. 
By permission of the Victoria and Albert Museum



which commenced properly in 1894, continued after 1904, and via her eVorts to 
improve health-provision for the working people of Rottingdean she remained 
the ‘clear Xame-like spirit’ of Mackail’s description.36

Incorporation of Rottingdean District Nursing Association into Brighton 
District Nursing Association in 1948 served as delayed recognition of the vil-
lage’s link to Brighton – Rottingdean became part of the Borough of Brighton 
in 1928 – but also marked inception of the National Health Service, into which 
district nursing services were Wnally integrated in 1973.37 Georgiana Burne-Jones 
only lived long enough to see the earliest Edwardian experiments in social insur-
ance and welfare, but had she known that the socialist movement to which she 
gravitated (but without joining any party), would give birth to a universal and 
comprehensive health service it is likely that she would have been gratiWed that 
in a small way the Rottingdean District Nursing Association, in common with 
hundreds of similar local nursing societies across Britain, preWgured its existence 
and provided the infrastructure for a UK-wide district nursing service.38
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